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Because he was concerned about children, one day his mind was
illuminated. He thought, Something can be done for them.

To believe in something not yet proved and to underwrite it with
our lives: it is the only way we can leave the future open. Man,
surrounded by facts, permitting himself no surmise, no intuitive
flash, no great hypothesis, no risk is in a locked cell. Ignorance
cannot seal the mind and imagination more surely.

—Lillian Smith, The Journey (New York, 1954, pp. 12, 256)
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Preface

We have for some time been unhappy with the ability of
academic criminology to provide believable explanations of criminal
behavior. One after another, the disciplines have staked a claim to
crime, and each has ended up saying about crime what it says about
nearly everything else. No explanation consistent with a disciplinary
perspective seems to have the ring of truth. Public policies have pretty
much exhausted the possibilities available to those who would use the
criminal justice system to combat crime, moving from rehabilitation,
through deterrence, to incapacitation. Policymakers ask in vain for
ideas to justify pursuing one solution rather than another, and as a
result they are at the mercy of whatever proposals come along, from
more police to fewer drugs, from more career-criminal programs to
fewer furloughs, from sting operations to neighborhood watch.

We have also been unhappy with the “interdisciplinary” solution
to this state of affairs. Within the university, criminology has always
been the prototypical subdiscipline, a derivative field of study hoping
to achieve truth and status by accepting the insights of its parent
disciplines. In fact, criminology shows that interdisciplinary attention
is the road to theoretical and practical obscurity.

We find this situation paradoxical. Few topics seem more impor-
tant than the bases of social and political order, more interesting than
the question of human nature, or more practical than the understand-
ing of theft and violence. Students seem to agree. Few courses attract
more students to the classroom. Why should those interested in crime
grant ownership of the area to one or another of the basically unin-
terested disciplines?
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We have tried to write a book that is free of the constraints of
disciplinary perspectives but that is useful in tracing the outlines of
reasonable public policy toward crime. We have also tried to write a
book consistent with the results of competent research, whatever the
discipline producing it and whatever it may say about the limits of our
ability to control crime.

To write such a book, we have looked again at the view of crime
that prevailed before the disciplines came into being, the view that
saw crime as the natural consequence of unrestrained human ten-
dencies to seek pleasure and avoid pain. This view, known within
criminology as the classical tradition and outside of criminology as the
rational-choice model, was abandoned by criminologists long ago in
favor of the view of science embodied in the disciplines. This disci-
plinary view of science, referred to as positivism, has dominated
criminology throughout the twentieth century. It emphasizes causa-
tion and determinism, and it denies the self-seeking model of human
nature embodied in the classical school.

Upon inspection, we found that we could not simply resurrect the
classical model as a solution to the theoretical and policy problems of
criminology. With all its difficulties, modern positivism has assem-
bled many facts that do not combine easily with an unqualified in-
terpretation of classical theory. For example, although classical theory
tends to lead to concern with the legal costs of crime, much research
shows that the operations of the criminal justice system are of little
consequence for the crime rate. Classical theory also tends to ignore
the role of the family in crime causation, a stance unjustified by re-
search.

At the same time, the classical image of human nature and the
classical conception of the criminal act seemed to us better able than
any positivistic theory to accommodate the finding that crime is only
part of a much larger set of deviant acts, acts that include accidents,
victimizations, truancies from home, school, and work, substance
abuse, family problems, and disease. It is also known that crime is
heavily concentrated among the young, and that differences between
people in their propensity to crime are reasonably stable over long
periods.

The disciplines routinely begin by asking ‘“What causes crime?”
Not surprisingly, each discipline answers the question by pointing to
its own central concepts. Thus sociology looks to social class, culture,
and organization; psychology looks to personality; biology looks to
inheritance; and economics looks to employment or work. We begin
in Chapters 1 and 2 with a different question: ““What is crime?’” Unlike
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nearly all previous work, we thus begin with crime itself, exploring its
essential nature before attempting to explain it. This turns out tobe a
profitable strategy. Social scientific and popular conceptions of crime
are misleading. Crime does not require deprivation, peer influence,
or the gang; it says little about one’s biological past and is in no way
akin to work. It requires no planning or skill, and “careers” in crime
go nowhere but down. Nearly all crimes are mundane, simple, trivial,
easy acts aimed at satisfying desires of the moment, as are many other
acts of little concern to the criminal law. This helps us understand
why so many social problems and forms of deviant behavior are
concentrated in the same individuals. Crime in fact bears little resem-
blance to the explanations offered by the disciplines or to explana-
tions popular in the media and in law enforcement propaganda.

For this reason, the task of putting classical and positive criminol-
ogy together turned out to be more difficult than we had anticipated.
The harder we looked at the empirical claims of the disciplines, the
less certain we were of their validity. Chapters 3 and 4 recount our
assessment of the truth of disciplinary claims about crime, from the
currently popular idea that crime is to some extent passed on through
the genes to the older but more settled idea that crime may be ex-
plained by a psychological trait called aggression. These chapters also
examine the economic view of crime as work and the sociological
conceptions of crime as normal learned behavior or as the expression
of frustrated aspirations. In all cases, we conclude that such concepts
are contrary to the nature of crime and, interestingly enough, to the
data produced by the disciplines themselves. We conclude that these
explanations survive more from their value to the disciplines than
from their value as explanations of criminal behavior.

In Chapter 5, we derive a conception of the criminal consistent
with the nature of crime. This offender is neither the diabolical genius
often portrayed by the police and the media nor the ambitious seeker
of the American dream often portrayed by the positivists. On the
contrary, the offender appears to have little control over his or her
own desires. When such desires conflict with long-term interests,
those lacking self-control opt for the desires of the moment, whereas
those with greater self-control are governed by the restraints imposed
by the consequences of acts displeasing to family, friends, and the
law. Chapter 5 explores the nature and sources of such self-control,
locating it largely in family child-rearing practices and using it as the
basis of a general theory of crime.

In Chapters 6-10, we apply our theory and the facts revealed by
our critical examination of the literature to the persistent problems of



xvi  Preface

criminology. Why are men, adolescents, and minorities more likely
than their counterparts to commit criminal acts? What is the role of
the school in the causation of delinquency? To what extent could
crime be reduced by providing meaningful work? To what extent are
children drawn into delinquency by their friends? Why do some so-
cieties have crime rates that are only a fraction of the crime rates of
others? Does white-collar crime require its own theory? Is there such
a thing as organized crime? In all cases, our theory provides answers
that conflict with the conventional wisdom of academicians and crim-
inal justice practitioners.

The last two chapters explore the implications of our theory for the
study and control of crime. Contemporary criminology offers con-
fused advice about how crime should be studied and about what
policies might be adopted to reduce the crime rate. Here, too, our
conclusions are at odds with prevailing views within and outside
academia. We see little hope for important reductions in crime
through modification of the criminal justice system. We see consid-
erable hope in policies that would reduce the role of the state and
return responsibility for crime control to ordinary citizens.
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Classical Theory and the
Idea of Crime

Criminologists often complain that they do not control
their own dependent variable, that the definition of crime is decided
by political-legal acts rather than by scientific procedures. The state,
not the scientist, determines the nature or definition of crime. After
registering this complaint, the modern criminologist proceeds to de-
fine crime as “behavior in violation of law” and to study the phe-
nomenon as defined by others. This book breaks with this tradition of
passive compliance and attempts to construct a definition of crime
consistent with the phenomenon itself and with the best available
theory of criminal behavior. In doing so, it grants the basic thrust
of the classical and of the positivist traditions, where the former fo-
cuses on the criminal act, or crime, and the latter on the properties of
the actor, or criminal (see Matza 1964; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1987a:
ch. 1).

The classical tradition began with a general theory of human be-
havior, then quickly narrowed its attention to government crime-
control policy. In restricting its attention to “crime,” this tradition
eventually ignored many forms of behavior analogous to crime in
terms of social reaction and identical to crime in terms of causation.
The positivist tradition began with a general method of research, but
without a theory of behavior that would define its dependent vari-
able, it initially accepted the tlassical focus on crime. As positivism
evolved, it eventually encompassed, under the term ““deviance,”’ the
many forms of behavior left behind by the classical tradition. Lacking
the classical theory of behavior, however, positivists have not been
able to deal with the connections among the many acts that make up
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deviance and crime. Consequently, they have tended to develop be-
havior-specific theories and to treat the relations between deviance
and crime as cause and effect rather than as manifestations of a single
cause. One purpose of this book is to reunite deviance and crime
under a general theory of behavior.

To do so, it is necessary to reinterpret the classical tradition and
emphasize its explanatory power. This chapter and the next attempt
such a reinterpretation. As will be clear, we disavow the current
construction of the classical view, especially the construction preva-
lent in economics that would limit this tradition to concern about
government-defined and -sanctioned behavior. In the theory that
emerges, we also disavow the contemporary division between the
classical and positivist traditions. We suggest that a properly concep-
tualized classical view is fully consistent with the assumptions of
modern positivism and with the facts produced by research.

A Modern Version of the Classical Conception of Crime

Force and fraud are ever-present possibilities in human affairs.
Denial of this fact promotes the development of theories of crime that
are misleading as guides to policy. Awareness of this fact allows the
development of a theory of crime consistent with research and the
needs of sound public policy. It has implications for how crime itself
is construed, how it should be measured, the kind of people who are
likely to engage in it, the institutional context within which it is con-
trolled, and the most useful ways of studying it. One purpose of this
book is to promote this view of crime.

People vary in their propensity to use force and fraud (criminality).
This fact has implications for the way crime is measured, for the kinds
of crimes that occur, for understanding the relation between crimes
and social problems such as accidents and disease, for the proper
design of research, and for the creation of useful public policies.
Another purpose of this book is to promote explicit consideration of
the propensity to crime as distinct from the commission of criminal
acts.

These ideas about crime and criminality have been around a long
time, surfacing again and again in academic criminology. Today,
however, they are contrary to the views dominant in the field, where
“crime” is seen as aberrant behavior and “criminality’” as a distasteful
relic of earlier modes of thought. In our view, the reason these views
of crime and criminality come and go is that they have never been
fully and systematically developed and defended. As the first step in



